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respondents had a 5-point scale option where they could rate their answers between Hardly Felt and 
Major Impact. 
 
For the 2005 survey, Greater Community Pride and More Services and Facilities received the higher 
ratings with 85.9% and 83.8% ‘Yes’ for each option respectively. In 2008, Greater Community Pride 
was still amongst the higher rating variables, together with Increased Employment, as we can see in 
Figure 19. It is interesting to note, however, that when given a scale instead of a ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ option, 
respondents were better able to position their impressions about the impact of the Rail Trail on their 
community and apart from ‘Greater Community Pride’, all other options had their higher percentages 
in the ‘Hardly Felt’ option.  
 
 

 
Figure 19: Rail Trail's Impact on your Community 

 
 
Question 22 of the survey asked participants if they expect the business derived from the OCRT to 
grow, remain similar or decline in four different time periods (0-2years; 2-5years; 5-10years; 10-
20years) and then to justify why, in an open-ended section. Results are presented in Figure 20 and 
open-ended responses in Appendix 10. 
 

 
Figure 20: Business Growth Derived from OCRT in the Next 10 years 
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As we can see, growth is predicted for the next 5 years, when businesses’ growth derived from the 
OCRT will slowly level out. In the 2005 survey respondents were asked only about the current 
situation of their businesses (On Going; Levelled Out; Declining) and the overwhelmingly majority 
described their businesses as growing (81%) with not one business choosing ‘Declining’ as an option. 
 
The last question in Section 3 of the survey asked participants if promotion of a transport package by 
Taieri Gorge Railway, involving train travel at one end and shuttle bus at the other, would further 
assist growth of OCRT visitor numbers. 59.8% of respondents indicated that the package would be 
beneficial, but a large share of participants were not sure (34.1%) or did not answer the question 
(24.8% of the 109 total participants). It is important to note, however, that two respondents affirmed 
that this operation is already in place and one highlighted that the proposed package could lead to 
visitors staying for less time in the local communities around the trail.  
 
Compared with the 2005 survey (Figure 21), the percentage of respondents supporting the operation 
has considerably decreased from the 80% reported in the previous study. Consequently, the number 
of respondents disagreeing has increased, from 3.3% to 6.1%. But more significantly, a higher 
number of respondents were unsure about the proposal, with 34.1% contrasted with the previous 
16.7%. 
 

 
Figure 21: Taieri Gorge Railway Package 

 

4.4 Improvements to the Current Scenario 

The first question of Section Four asked participants what improvements could be made to enhance 
the OCRT experience. Ten variables were provided and respondents could choose between ‘Yes’, 
‘No’ and ‘I Don’t Know’ to answer them. Five variables had 50% or more positive responses from 
participants: More Activities to Encourage Better Spread of Times to Use the Trail, More Information 
Panels Pointing out Areas of Interest, Greater Use as an Educational Resource, More On-Trail Toilets 
and More Shade Trees (in decreasing order of importance). As we can see in Figure 22, very small 
percentages of respondents were against any of the variables provided, with Wider Choice of 
Accommodation as the one variable featuring the highest percentage of ‘No’ responses (17%).       
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Figure 22: Improvements to the OCRT Experience – 2008 Results 

 
The 2005 survey presented the same question but provided respondents with only the possibility of a 
‘Yes’ or ‘No’ response. Furthermore, two of the variables in 2005 (Easier Availability of Safe 
Drinking Water and Smoother Surfaces) were suppressed and two new ones were included in the 
2008 survey (More Activities to Encourage Better Spread of Times to Use the Trail and More 
Information via OCRT Website). 
 
Comparatively, in 2005 the higher ranked improvements were, in decreasing order: Easier 
Availability of Safe Drinking Water (95%), More Information Panels Pointing out Areas of Interest 
(92%), Greater Use as an Educational Resource (90.6%), More On-Trail Toilets (89.2%) and More 
Shade Trees (82.1%). It is interesting to note that four out of the five top ranked variables in 2005 are 
still regarded in 2008 as in need of improvement (Figure 23).  
 

 
Figure 23: Improvements to the OCRT Experience – 2005 Results 
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In addition, an open-ended question asked respondents to list examples of actions that should be 
given high priority for improving the Rail Trail experience. Toilets, accommodation and signage 
featured as some of the most cited improvements needed for the Otago Central Rail Trail. A full list 
of responses is provided in Appendix 11. 
 
The next two questions referred to staff recruiting and training. Most respondents affirmed they have 
no difficulty in finding suitably experienced staff (70.9%). In 2005 this percentage was slightly lower 
(63.2%) showing an improvement in the quality and ease of recruiting staff. With regards to staff 
training programmes, the percentage of respondents who would support such programmes presented 
by the Otago Chamber of Commerce or other providers was only slightly higher than uncertain 
participants (37.2% versus 36%). This question was not included in the 2005 survey. 
 
The following question asked respondents if they felt they were getting enough support from Tourism 
Central Otago and Tourism Dunedin and asked for any comments on the matter of support (a 
complete list of comments in provided in Appendix 12). 61% of respondents agreed that they were 
being provided with enough support while 39% did not agree that sufficient support was being 
provided. In 2005 the same question was asked but respondents had the option ‘No opinion’ as well 
as ‘Yes’ and ‘No’. A comparison between the two studies is presented in Figure 24. Although it 
seems that there has been an improvement in the support provided by the two agencies, the fact that 
in 2005 respondents had one more option to choose from makes an exact comparison impossible. 
Nonetheless, it seems significant that over 60% of respondents are satisfied with the support they are 
receiving from local tourism bodies. 
 
 

 
Figure 24: Support from Tourism Central Otago and Tourism Dunedin   

 
 
Events featured as the central topic for the following three questions. The first one asked participants 
if they believed that events such as the Disabled Rally and the Art Deco activities in Ranfurly 
benefited their businesses. Surprisingly, the minority of respondents answered ‘Yes’ (21.8%) and a 
large number were uncertain (40.2%). Only 21.8% of respondents agreed that these events are 
beneficial to their businesses. In 2005, although participants did not have the ‘I don’t know’ choice, 
the pattern of support was similar, with 54.9% not agreeing that such events benefit their businesses 
and 45.1% agreeing. Figure 25 presents a comparison between the two studies and highlights a 
decreasing level of support for those activities. 
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Figure 25: Do Events Benefit your Business? 

 
The next question asked participants if they agreed with competitive events being held on the Rail 
Trail. Contradicting expectations based on the previous question, respondents were very supportive of 
competitive events, with 87.5% in support of such events, 5.7% against and 6.8% uncertain. This 
question was not included in the 2005 study. 
 
Suggestions in terms of additional events that could be held on or near the Rail Trail were asked for 
and a few respondents presented some ideas. A full list of comments and suggestions to this topic is 
available in Appendix 13. 
 
The next question was intended to identify the projects undertaken by the Otago Central Rail Trail 
Trust that were known to the business community. Ten variables were presented and responses were 
evenly balanced between knowledge and unawareness of the enhancements of the Rail Trail 
experience funded by the OCRT Trust (Figure 26).    
 
 

 
Figure 26: OCRT Trust Enhancement Works 
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The website, passport and road crossing warning signs seem to be the most well known OCRT Trust 
activities/projects, while the installation of topographical outline panels, the installation of service 
direction signs and the resurfacing between Clyde and Waipiata the least known improvements. The 
high level of unawareness of such important efforts from the OCRT Trust indicate that more 
informational campaigns need to be considered to improve levels of community awareness of the 
Trust’s work for the benefit of Rail Trail businesses and users. 
 
The last closed-ended question of Section Four asked participants if they agreed with the payment of 
commissions to fellow operators/businesses who bring business their way. Similarly to 2005 results, 
the difference between those who oppose and who are in favour of the practice is very small (Figure 
27). Unfortunately again, the comparison between the two results is not possible because in the 2005 
survey this was an open-ended question and the percentages are based on respondents’ comments. 
Nonetheless, it is clear from the new comments provided (Appendix 14), as well as from the 
quantitative data, that this is a contentious issue and that more in-depth research on the topic should 
be carried out to provide more information on the matter. 
 

 
Figure 27: Support for Payment of Commissions 

 
The last two questions of Section Four were open-ended and asked participants what changes could 
be made to the OCRT that they considered would have the biggest positive impact and what would be 
the biggest threat to the ongoing development of the rail trail. By far the most cited beneficial change 
was promotion and advertisement of the trail to different markets and varying the products. Other 
comments included the extension of the high peak season, extending the trail to Cromwell, promoting 
the use of the Taieri Gorge Railway and encouraging the use of locally produced wine and food 
throughout the trail. A complete list of suggestions can be found in Appendix 15. 
 
Several participants presented their opinions about the biggest threats to the ongoing development of 
the OCRT. Policies, controlling agencies and bureaucracy were cited a few times as a current 
difficulty as well as the overcommercialisation of the trail and the impact that this commercialisation 
has on the communities. Lack of infrastructure, fuel prices and competition were also cited by 
participants as threats to the continuing growth of the rail trail. More details on comments are found 
in Appendix 16.  
 
Section 5 of the 2008 survey is not included in this report. The Section contained personal business 
details and have been omitted to ensure respondent confidentiality and privacy. 
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4.5 Characteristics of Accommodation Businesses  

Section 6 was to be completed only by Accommodation Businesses. Figure 28 compares the different 
types of accommodation providers who responded to the survey between 2008 and 2005. For both 
2008 and 2005 studies, the main type of accommodation provider was ‘Homestay/B&B’.  
Interestingly, response from ‘Self-contained Accommodation’ and ‘Motel/Motor Lodges’ were 
significantly higher in 2008, whereas in 2005 a higher response was from ‘Country Hotels’.  
 

 
Figure 28: Accommodation Type 

 
 
In 2008, 47 accommodation respondents reported having a total of 1,047 beds available. In 2005, 51 
accommodation providers reported having a total of 1,021 beds which indicates an increase in total 
occupancy capacity. In terms of rate of occupancy, 2008 accommodation providers reported an 
average of 66.1% during the peak season compared to a 16.9% quiet season occupancy rate.  The 
2005 report affirms that “41% of respondents attribute 40 to 100% of their annual occupancy to Rail 
Trail users, with 59% attributing zero to 40%” (OCRT, 2005, p. 10). 
 
The next question asked whether or not the accommodation providers catered to those with impaired 
mobility. An increase in available options for these visitors was noted, with the 2008 survey reporting 
that 55.4% of accommodation providers are prepared to host users with impaired mobility, compared 
to results from 2005, where only 42.9% were able to cater for this group.   
 
The following question asked whether or not accommodation providers provide en suite bathrooms.  
In 2008, 66.1% of respondents said ‘Yes’, but in 2005 this question was not included to provide for 
comparisons. The final questions of the 2008 report asked 1) if any improvements had been made to 
the accommodation business since 2005 and 2) if there were any future plans for improvements or 
development.  For detailed responses please see Appendix 17. 
 
At the end of the survey, participants were provided a section for general comments. A list of all 
individual responses can be found in Appendix 18. 
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5. Conclusions and Recommendations  
 
This research provides insights into changes and trends in business characteristics, OCRT visitor 
demographics, and OCRT impacts on the community. A steady increase in business development has 
been reported since the opening of the rail trail However, the number of people employed annually 
has decreased slightly, according to survey results.   
 
As expected, peak business activity still occurs in February and March. During the quiet season, over 
June and July, although some respondents indicated that they closed their businesses for at least four 
weeks, the large majority would not close during quiet months if there were more demand. Several 
business operators stressed the importance of advertising winter opportunities.     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The majority of respondents stated that the OCRT has a significant impact on their businesses.  
Likewise, although some respondents reported business growth over the past three years, the slight 
overall decrease in business growth since 2005 was attributed to increases in petrol prices, more 
competition and fewer overseas visitors.   
 
The changes in visitor demographics suggested by respondents indicate that there has been a change 
to younger visitors (36-50 years of age), medium sized groups (three to four), and cyclists. These 
visitors are becoming the dominant rail trail visitors who patronise the businesses. The majority of 
reported rail trail users are from the North Island, New Zealand. Since 2005, trends indicate a slight 
decline in overseas visitors from Europe and the UK; however, there is a significant increase in 
visitors from Australia. Word of mouth and the OCRT website are the most common means of 
bringing OCRT visitors into contact with businesses. Business owners in 2008 attributed more of 
their turnover to OCRT users than they did in 2005, thus increasing the importance of marketing the 
OCRT to this visitor population.   
 
Business owners indicated that the rail trail’s impact on the community brings ‘Greater Community 
Pride’ and ‘Increased Employment’. The latter statement contradicts the reported decrease in 
employment. The majority of respondents felt that the Taieri Gorge Railway Package would be 
beneficial for business and felt they were getting enough support from tourism councils. Finally, the 
five main suggestions for OCRT improvements were: 1) More activities to encourage better spread of 
time to use the trail; 2) More information panels pointing out areas of interest; 3) Greater use as an 
educational resource; 4) More on-trail toilets and; 5) More shade trees.     
 
The Rail Trail has become a significant part of the local economy but its contribution is uneven, 
largely unpredictable and subject to economic forces operating at a scale much greater than local 
businesses’ area of operation. The challenge must be to promote the OCRT more effectively, in 
particular in the shoulder and winter season, and to develop the product to the point where business 
owners can predict cash flow and employment requirements.  

Winter Promotion Suggestions 

• Advertise winter packages that include activities such as ice skating, curling, and skiing 

• Promote off-season specials and increase use of website for promotion 

• Encourage longer visits 

All Season Promotion Suggestions 

• Develop a shoulder season 

• Encourage the use of locally produced wine and food throughout the trail 




